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Abstract
Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to examine the personal antecedents to taking on the challenge of
learning, particularly when there is competition for time at work. Taking on challenging tasks, particularly
those that enhance learning, is a critical behavior in today’s dynamic business environments. This paper
explores how individual differences motivate people to choose a challenging task over an easy one.
Design/methodology/approach – A behavioral measure was used to determine if working adults
higher in learning goal orientation, curiosity, and need for cognition were more likely to take on a challenging
task, even when there was competition for their time. Structural equation modeling was used to more deeply
examine whether these constructs independently contribute to the outcome.
Findings – Goal orientation, curiosity and need for cognition each signiﬁcantly predicted whether working
adults took on a challenging task. Additional analysis revealed that learning goal orientation, curiosity, and
need for cognition loaded onto a single factor.
Research limitations/implications – This paper answers calls for the use of direct measurement in
social science research. Rather than asking individuals about what they have done or would do, the study
observes what choices working adults actually make when confronted with the opportunity to learn.
Originality/value – Contributing to the recent surge of work on informal learning behaviors, this paper
examines a critical learning behavior – that of taking on challenging tasks. It demonstrates that even if
individuals are ready learn (have the time and resources), there are key individual differences that drive
whether they are willing to do so.

Keywords Motivation, Learning orientation, Learning behavior
Paper type Research paper

Introduction
Individual learning provides competitive advantage to both organizations and individual
employees (Watkins and Marsick, 2003). Developing new skills and knowledge is required
for employees to remain effective and marketable, and employees are being tasked with
taking ownership of their development through self-directed learning (Carre, 2000;
Guglielmino and Guglielmino, 2001; Maurer, 2002). Self-directed learning is conscious and
intentional (Jeong et al., 2018). It occurs when learners have primary responsibility for their
own learning (Ellinger, 2004) and the “ﬂow of experience is under their control” (Gureckis
and Markant, 2012, p. 464). Dynamic business environments are routinely rendering jobs
obsolete (Grant, Parker and Fried, 2009), so it is critical for employees to actively seek out
learning challenges (Nembhard and Tucker, 2010).
Actively and intentionally seeking learning challenges requires the motivation to learn
(Noe and Tews, 2010; Noe and Wilk, 1993), which entails both the workplace conditions that
enable, reward, and facilitate learning (Janssens et al., 2017), as well as the characteristics
that predispose individuals to engage in informal learning behaviors (Cerasoli et al., 2018).
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Ellström (2001) termed these predispositions as individual learning readiness. They are the
subjective factors that prompt employees to take advantage of workplace learning
opportunities (Marsick and Yates, 2012). These factors include both personality traits and
general learning-related motives, such as learning goal orientation (Cerasoli et al., 2018). As
Ellström (2001) argues, simply setting the conditions for workplace learning is not enough.
Employees need access to learning resources, one of which is learning readiness.
Therefore, even if the organization provides learning resources (Billett, 2001), individuals
may not be prepared to engage in the informal learning behaviors (American Psychological
Association, 2017; Wolfson et al., 2018) that enable them to take advantage of learning
opportunities. Drawing on Tannenbaum et al. (2010), Cerasoli et al. (2018) deﬁne informal
learning behaviors as self-directed “behaviors and activities pursued in service of
knowledge and skill acquisition that take place outside formally-designated learning
contexts” (p. 204). Furthermore, these behaviors begin with actively seeking new
assignments, situations or tasks (Wolfson et al., 2018).
In other words, to learn at work, individuals must ﬁrst actively choose to take on a
challenging task. Taking on the challenge of learning initializes the process of intentional
self-directed learning. Thus far, research has focused on the informal learning behaviors
that occur once employees have already taken on the challenge of learning (Cerasoli et al.,
2018). Noe et al. (2013) found a signiﬁcant relationship between the Big Five personality
traits and self-reported engagement in reﬂection, experimenting, learning from others, and
pursuing new information. Choi and Jacobs (2011) found that learning-orientation and the
motivation to learn predicted self-reported engagement in knowledge exchange,
experimentation and environmental scanning. However, little has been done to examine
individual learning readiness as an antecedent to taking on the challenge of learning.
The purpose of this paper is to examine personal antecedents to taking on the challenge
of learning, particularly when there is competition for time at work. In other words, what
individual differences drive people to choose a challenging task over an easy one? It draws
on the learning readiness (Cerasoli et al., 2018; Tannenbaum et al., 2010) literature to identify
three key, but distinct, personality components that theoretically predict taking on a
challenging task, then uses a behavioral measure to empirically test that prediction. While
the full construct of individual learning readiness also includes self-efﬁcacy (Bandura, 1977)
and personal and occupational identity (Ellström, 2001), this paper focuses on the individual
predispositions that predict informal learning (Cerasoli et al., 2018).
This paper contributes to the literature in two ways. First, it extends work on the critical
workplace learning behavior of taking on challenging tasks. It draws on individual learning
readiness and empirically examines whether the personality traits of curiosity and need for
cognition, and the more general learning-related motive of learning goal orientation, predict
whether working adults take on a challenging task (Cerasoli et al., 2018). Second, it contributes to
work on learning goal orientation, which is the most widely used predictor of workplace
learning. Thus far, research on learning goal orientation has relied almost exclusively on survey
or qualitative-based measures (Jeong et al., 2018). In contrast, this paper uses a behavioral
measure, which captures what the individual actually chooses to do in a learning situation,
answering calls for research that directly observes behavior (Baumeister and Vohs, 2007).
Literature review
Learning readiness
Scholars have increasingly turned their attention to clarifying both the behaviors that
constitute informal learning (American Psychological Association, 2017; Tannenbaum et al.,
2010; Wolfson et al., 2018), and the antecedents of those behaviors (Cerasoli et al., 2018;

Jeong et al., 2018). Within this literature, individual learning readiness was introduced as a way
to capture the differences in outcomes when different people with the same learning potential
are given the same learning opportunity (Ellström, 2001). This individual-level construct was a
counterpart to Billett’s (2001) conception of organizational readiness, which is the extent to
which workplaces afford opportunities and provide support for workplace learning.
Learning readiness captures whether, when given the opportunity to take on a
challenging task at work, employees are actually ready to do (Tannenbaum, 2010). It
addresses whether individuals have the requisite resources to respond meaningfully and
productively to the informal learning opportunities that occur within the course of everyday
work (Marsick, 2001). As such, learning readiness is targeted to examining the antecedents
of the critical informal learning behavior of taking on challenging tasks.
Within this literature, Cerasoli et al.’s (2018) identiﬁed three personal constructs as key
components of individual learning readiness. They are the two personality traits of curiosity
and need for cognition, and the general learning-related motive of learning goal orientation.
While there are certainly other dispositions that contribute to learning readiness, these three
well-established constructs are particularly well-suited to examine who is likely to initialize
informal learning behaviors.
Learning goal orientation is a general learning-related motive that impacts individual
engagement in informal learning (Cerasoli et al., 2018; Choi and Jacobs, 2011). It is one of the
most widely used constructs to measure informal learning in workplace settings, and it targets
individuals who seek tasks that are challenging over those that either demonstrate their existing
knowledge, or enable them to avoid appearing incompetent (Payne et al., 2007; VandeWalle,
1997). Curiosity is a personality trait that predisposes individuals to look for and embrace
opportunities for learning (Cerasoli et al., 2018; Reio and Wiswell, 2000). It is an individual factor
that prompts employees to take advantage of workplace learning opportunities. Finally, the
need for cognition captures the desire for individuals to engage in challenging cognitive tasks
(Cacioppo and Petty, 1982). The original studies of need for cognition measured attitudes
towards tasks that required reasoning and problem-solving, including reading, exams and
performing complex tasks. Similar to curiosity, it is an individual predisposition to seek out and
take advantage of learning opportunities. Together, these three components speak to whether
individuals are attitudinally and cognitively ready to take on a challenging task at work.
Goal orientation
The goal orientation construct is based on Dweck’s (1986) Implicit Theory of Intelligence,
which describes the belief that intelligence is a developable capacity, as opposed to a ﬁxed
quality. Students with a performance goal orientation believed that intelligence is ﬁxed, and
therefore effort would not improve performance. In contrast, students with a learning goal
orientation believed intelligence is malleable and were more likely to exert effort trying new
things and seeking to improve (Ames, 1984; Dupeyrat and Marine, 2005; Mangels et al., 2006).
Elliot and McGregor (2001) extended the work on goal orientation by presenting a 2  2
framework comprising mastery-approach, mastery-avoidance, performance-approach and
performance-avoidance goals. Mastery goals, like learning-orientation, are focused on
developing competency through mastering a task. Performance goals focus on the
demonstration of competence to others. Initially, Elliot and colleagues (Elliot and Church,
1997; Elliot and Harackiewicz, 1996) distinguished between seeking to appear competent
(performance-approach) and avoiding appearing incompetent (performance-avoidance). In
2001, they introduced mastery-avoidance goals, wherein individuals strive to avoid failure
in their learning pursuits (Elliot and McGregor, 2001). They found that all the four goals
were distinct, and predicted differential outcomes.
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However, it was the distinction between performance-approach and performance-avoid
goals that made the strongest impact on workplace learning research. In meta-analytic review
Payne et al. (2007) found that only learning goal orientation and performance-avoid orientation
were consistently predictive of learning, task, and job performance. A performance-approach
orientation was not found to be consistently related to learning or performance outcomes, and
there were not enough studies that examined mastery-avoid to include in a meta-analysis.
This distinction between performance-approach and performance-avoid is particularly
relevant to workplace learning, where fear of incompetence has been shown to inhibit
individual, team and organizational learning (Detert and Edmondson, 2011; Edmondson, 1999).
Scholars have argued that it is the avoidance, not the performance, dimension that is
dysfunctional (Brophy, 2004). This is consistent with Payne et al. (2007) meta-analytic ﬁndings.
Therefore, working adults with a performance-avoid orientation should be less willing to take
on a challenging task, particularly if they face competing performance demands.
H1. Performance-avoid orientation negatively predicts taking on a challenging task in
working adults when competing demands are present.
Alternatively, learning goal orientation has been shown to predict positive workplace
outcomes, including improvement on leader-member exchange and task performance (Kim
et al., 2018), sales performance (Porath and Bateman, 2006) and scores in training
simulations (Ford et al., 1998). Research has shown the importance of having a learning goal
orientation to take on the challenge of expertise development (DeRue and Wellman, 2009;
Sujan et al., 1994). In fact, Vandewalle’s (1997) Work Domain Goal Orientation Instrument
asks about the preference for pursuing challenging work assignments, “I am willing to select
challenging work assignments that I can learn a lot from.” In workplace learning, employees
are often required to actively and intentionally seek challenging tasks. Therefore, working
adults with a learning goal orientation should be more likely to take on a challenging task,
even when there are competing performance demands.
H2. Learning goal orientation positively predicts taking on a challenging task in
working adults when competing demands are present.
Curiosity
Curiosity is explicitly deﬁned as the motivation to engage in exploratory behaviors (Voss
and Keller, 2013). Adults exhibit curiosity by seeking out information, especially if that
information is perceived as valuable (Rossing and Long, 1981). For example, adults are more
likely to explore new ideas to achieve an understanding of them, rather than simply because
those ideas are new and different (Ainley, 1987), and curiosity has been shown to positively
predict information seeking in the workplace (Harrison et al., 2011).
Long (1989) observed that curiosity is important in understanding the motivation for adults’
self-directed learning. Scholars argue that curiosity is an important motivational component
linking challenge with growth (Kashdan et al., 2010; Spielberger and Starr, 1994), and Mussel
(2013) showed that curiosity predicts job performance. Adults who are more curious may pursue
learning challenges as a means to fulﬁll their desire to explore new ideas. Therefore, working
adults who are high in curiosity may be more likely to take on a challenging task to explore new
ideas (Kashdan et al., 2010), even if they are under pressure to perform.
H3. Information-seeking curiosity positively predicts taking on a challenging task in
working adults when competing demands are present.

Need for cognition
The ﬁnal component of learning readiness examined in this paper is the need for cognition.
Need for cognition captures the desire for individuals to engage in and enjoy cognitively
effortful tasks (Cacioppo and Petty, 1982). There is a vast literature that shows the
relationship between need for cognition and a whole host of individual differences, including
cognitive innovativeness, abstract reasoning, and knowledge of current events (Cacioppo
et al., 1996). The need for cognition in the workplace likely manifests in seeking out those
assignments that challenge individuals to learn something new, rather than those that
simply enable them use their existing skills.
Indeed, research has found that if individuals genuinely enjoy thinking and problemsolving, they will be motivated to engage in challenging work, even if the face of competing
work demands. For example, Amabile et al. (1994) found the need for cognition to be highly
correlated with both the intrinsic motivation to work (r = 0.69) and the desire for challenging
work (r = 0.71). The need for cognition has also been found to be an antecedent to innovation
behavior (Wu, Parker and de Jong, 2011), and managers’ motivation to engage in
information gathering behaviors (Anderson, 2007), even when there is time pressure. In
today’s complex working environment, individuals with the need for cognition should be
more likely to take on a challenging task, even when there are competing demands.
H4. Need for cognition positively predicts taking on a challenging task in working
adults when competing demands are present.
Construct independence
Although all three constructs of learning goal orientation, curiosity, and need for cognition
are hypothesized to predict taking on a challenging task, they represent theoretically
independent constructs. Therefore, they should represent separate components of individual
learning readiness. Learning goal orientation is based on work that found differences in how
individuals implicitly view their own intelligence (Dweck, 1986; Elliot and McGregor, 2001).
It captures the extent to which individuals believe they can improve their intelligence
through effort. Research across academic (Beenen, 2014; Dupeyrat and Marine, 2005; Meece
et al., 1988), training (Colquitt and Simmering, 1998; Dierdorff et al., 2010), and professional
(Beck and Schmidt, 2013; DeRue and Wellman, 2009; VandeWalle and Cummings, 1997)
domains has found that individuals who believe there is relationship between exerting effort
and intelligence, tend to seek out tasks that will help them improve over tasks that will
display their existing talent. In terms of learning readiness, learning-oriented individuals
have an advantage because they view difﬁcult tasks as opportunities to improve.
Learning orientation differs from information-seeking curiosity, which is a personalitylevel trait that captures the desire of individuals to close gaps in knowledge. Though both
involve the pursuit of learning, the desire for closure is distinct from the desire to improve
intelligence. Information-seeking curiosity is not targeted to how individuals approach
learning tasks, it is a general state of wanting to know more and seeking ways to ﬁnd more
information. While learning goal orientation is related to the acquisition of new skills and
knowledge, information-seeking curiosity motivates exploration (Litman and Spielberger,
2003). In addition, learning goal orientation is typically in reference to learning and
performance tasks (Payne et al., 2007), while information-seeking curiosity impacts both
learning and creative endeavors (Harrison and Dossinger, 2017). In terms of learning
readiness, curious people are not necessarily seeking to improve. Instead, they have an
advantage because they are more likely to explore additional information to better
understand what they don’t know.
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Finally, the need for cognition is theoretically distinct from both learning goal orientation
and information-seeking curiosity. The original studies of need for cognition measured
workplace attitudes towards stimuli that require reasoning, problem-solving and
performing complex tasks (Cacioppo et al., 1984). Therefore, those high in need for cognition
seek tasks that require them to use their existing skills and knowledge in complex and
challenging ways, whereas those high in learning goal orientation seek tasks that will
improve their existing skills and knowledge. In addition, information-seeking curiosity
predicts the exploration of information to reduce a state of uncertainty. In direct contrast, the
need for cognition captures the desire to seek out situations of uncertainty, such as puzzles
and complex problems. Therefore, while all three constructs should predict the desire to take
on a challenging task, this desire comes from theoretically distinct places. As such, the three
constructs are discriminant, and each constitute an independent component of learning
readiness.
H5. Learning goal orientation, curiosity and the need for cognition will each contribute
independently to taking on a challenging task in working adults when competing
demands are present.
Method
Study design
The study was designed to test all ﬁve hypotheses by administering the three measures of
goal orientation, need for cognition, and curiosity to working adults, then asking
participants to choose to take on a challenging or easy learning task. Participants were told
that the task with the higher level of challenge would involve more material and be more
difﬁcult. It was clear that if they chose the less challenging task, they could ﬁnish more
quickly and move on to another task that would pay additional money. As such, the study
was designed to examine the informal learning behavior of taking on the challenge of
learning using a behavioral measure, wherein working adults have to choose how to allocate
their time at work.
As this paper aims to study how employees act when they have competing performance
demands, the study design makes full use of the Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk)
marketplace as a new type of organization. MTurk is an online labor market that matches
Requesters, who recruit and pay Workers, e.g. researchers, with Workers who complete
work and get compensated to complete a variety of tasks (e.g. transcription, survey, and
image recognition). It is widely used by social-science researchers for experimental and
observational research (Buhrmester et al., 2011).
Although there is question about the validity and reliability of MTurk for research
(Paolacci and Chandler, 2014), this study was designed with attention to Cheung’s et al.’s
(2017) recommendations for strengthening validity inferences. First, participants were given
an attention check prior to starting the study. Second, the participants were not told detailed
speciﬁcs of the study prior to completing it, minimizing self-selection issues. Third,
participant data were gathered for all pilot testing to eliminate repeated participation.
Fourth, participants were screened for hours worked without knowing the criteria for this
study, minimizing the likelihood of misrepresentation. Fifth, the study gives workers a task
that is common to this population, that of image recognition. MTurk was developed to pay
people to do tasks that were difﬁcult for computers to do efﬁciently, but could be done
remotely and electronically by humans. One common task is identifying images, because
humans are faster and more accurate at doing so than computers. There is, in fact, an entire
job category on MTurk speciﬁc to image recognition.

However, the most critical aspect of this study design is that it takes advantage of
MTurk as a labor market. As it is a pay-per-piece platform, participants are dis-incentivized
from spending any more time than necessary on a task, because it comes at the expense of
completing another task for more money. Therefore, participants would not be motivated to
choose to take on the challenging task due to any expectation of a monetary reward.
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Participants
Three hundred participants were invited to complete a pre-survey. Of those, 282 participants
successfully completed the pre-survey, and 214 completed the task one week later. This
study was targeted to working adults. Consequently, 22 participants were dropped because
they did not meet the qualiﬁcation for working at least 20 h per week. Two others were
dropped due to technical glitches that rendered them unable to complete the task, and four
were dropped because they had completed the same task in our pilot testing. The ﬁnal 186
participants were 55 per cent male, ranging in age from 21 to 69, with an average age of 33.
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Measures
Goal orientation was measured using Vandewalle’s (1997) Work Domain Goal Orientation
Instrument. It contains 16 items on a ﬁve-point Likert strongly agree to strongly disagree
scale. A sample learning goal orientation item is “I often look for opportunities to develop
new skills and knowledge”, a sample performance-approach orientation item is “I would
rather prove my ability on a task that I can do well at than to try a new task”, and a sample
performance-avoid orientation item is “I’m concerned about taking on a task at work if my
performance would reveal that I had low ability”. Cronbach’s alpha for learning goal
orientation was 0.90, performance-prove orientation was 0.70 and performance-avoid
orientation was 0.89.
Need for cognition. The need for cognition was measured using the 18-item Need for
Cognition scale, which targets the desire to engage in thinking (Cacioppo and Petty, 1982). A
sample item is “I would prefer complex to simple problems.” Cronbach’s alpha was 0.93.
Curiosity. Curiosity was measured using the ten-item epistemic curiosity scale by Litman
and Spielberger (2003), which captures information-seeking curiosity, or the interest in
acquiring new knowledge and cognitively processing information. It is administered on a
ﬁve-point Likert scale of strongly agree to strongly disagree scale. A sample item is “I enjoy
exploring new ideas.” Cronbach’s alpha was 0.91.
Taking on a challenge task was measured by whether participants chose the easy or
difﬁcult imaging task.
Table I provides the correlations among the construct variables. Learning-goal
orientation was strongly correlated with both curiosity (r(186) = 0.78, p = < 0.001) and the
need for cognition (r(186) = 0.76, p < 0.001).
Variable
1. Learning orientation
2. Performance-prove
3. Performance-avoid
4. Need for cognition
5. Curiosity

Mean

SD

1

2

3

4

4.6
4.0
3.1
4.3
4.8

0.8
0.8
1.1
0.9
0.7

0.23**
0.59***
0.76***
0.78***

0.13
0.01
0.15*

0.45***

0.82***

Notes: *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001

5

Table I.
Measure summary
statistics and
correlations
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Procedure
Participants were ﬁrst asked to populate a pre-survey, which included measures for
demographics, attention ﬁlters, learning goal orientation, need for cognition, and curiosity.
One week later, qualiﬁed participants were told:
The following exercise is an image recognition task. There is no prior knowledge required
to complete it but there are two levels of challenge. At the end of each challenge, you will be
given a task to apply your knowledge.
Level 1. Easy. This level includes minimal information and the task will be less
challenging.
Level 2. Challenging. This level includes all the information in the easy level plus
additional information. The task will be more challenging.
Participants were told that they would get the same amount of money, regardless of the
choices they made, or their performance on the task.
Data analysis
The data were analyzed ﬁrst by using simple descriptive statistics to determine the means
and variance for each of the constructs, as well as the outcome variable. Next, as the
outcome variable of taking on a challenge is binary, logistic regression was used to test the
ﬁrst four hypotheses, controlling for any demographic variables that may impact
the results. Typically, logistic regression can show the interactive effects of each of the
constructs on the outcome variable to provide a test for H5. However, as the three constructs
were signiﬁcantly correlated with each other and the correlations were quite high, issues of
multicollinearity prevented a straightforward analysis with logistic regression.
Therefore, to test H5, all 33 items were ﬁrst combined to determine the internal
consistency of the items in a single scale (/¼0.91). As this is well beyond the standard
threshold for internal consistency, the next step was to perform a principle component factor
analysis to determine the number of factors that accounted for the variance in the results. To
fully examine whether the constructs independently predict the outcome (H5) required a
direct comparison of the models. First, structural equation modeling (SEM) was used to
develop two models. SEM is a conﬁrmatory technique that also allows for regression
modeling (Ullman, 2007), and it is useful in understanding the relationship between the three
constructs in this study because it enables researchers to test propositions regarding how
constructs are theoretically linked (Schreiber et al., 2006). Therefore, the single-factor model,
in which a single latent variable correlated with all 33 items, was compared to the original
three-factor model, which included the three separate latent variables of learning goal
orientation (5 items), need for cognition (18 items) and curiosity (10 items), each of which
contained the items from their respective construct. The models were compared by their AIC
and BIC values. Comparison of AIC and BIC are useful in model comparison and those with
lower values for each indicate superior model ﬁt (Burnham and Anderson, 2016).
Finally, a post-estimation analysis was conducted to examine the impact of all three
constructs on the outcome. The single-latent variable referenced above contained
observation-by-observation values of estimated factor scores. This enabled all the items
within the three constructs to be included in a regression model, while mitigating the issues
of multicollinearity among the constructs.
Results
In total, 26 per cent of participants chose the more challenging task. Results from
regressions analysis (Table II) show that the ﬁrst four hypotheses were supported. Learning
goal orientation signiﬁcantly predicted taking on a challenging task (OR = 2.54, 95 per cent
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Odds ratio
Age
95% CI

1.04*
1.04*
(1.00, 1.08) (1.00, 1.08)

Gender
95% CI

0.97
(0.48, 1.98)

Race
95% CI

1.07
(0.80, 1,42)

Learning orientation
95% CI

2.53***
2.54***
(1.54, 4.18) (1.54, 4.20)
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0.73*
(0.53, 0.99)

Performance-avoid
95% CI
Curiosity
95% CI

4.38***
(2.38, 8.38)

Need for cognition
95% CI

2.03**
(1.34, 3.08)

Single latent variable (learning
orientation, curiosity, need
for cognition)
95% CI
Observations
Log pseudo likelihood
Pseudo R2

2.37***
(1.55, 3.63)
186
97.67
0.09

97.76
0.09

105.06
0.03

94.01
0.12

100.85
0.06

97.40
0.09

Notes: ***p < 0.001; **p = 0.01; *p < 0.10

CI: 1.54, 4.20), controlling for age, which was marginally signiﬁcant (OR = 1.04, 95 per cent
CI: 1.00, 1.07). Those high in learning orientation were 2.46 times more likely to take on the
challenging task. Performance-avoid goal orientation signiﬁcantly negatively predicted
taking on a challenging task (OR = 0.73, 95 per cent CI: 0.53, 0.99), meaning that those who
were high in performance-avoid orientation were 0.73 times less likely to take on the
challenging task. Curiosity (OR = 4.38, 95 per cent CI: 2.38.50, 8.38), and need for cognition
(OR = 2.03, 95 per cent CI: 1.34, 3.08), also positively predicted talking on a challenging task.
This reveals analysis that curiosity had the strongest effect on taking on a challenging task.
Participants who scored high in curiosity were 4.38 times more likely to take on a
challenging task. Demographic variables were not found to be signiﬁcant for performanceavoid orientation, curiosity, or need for cognition.
Support was not found for H5. A principle component factor analysis showed that a
single factor accounted for 43 per cent (eigenvalue = 14.21) of the variance (p < 0.0001).
Results in Table III show that each of the other factors accounted for less than 1 per cent of
the variance. The model comparison statistics are available in Table IV. Results revealed
that that the single factor model displayed better ﬁt on all indices than the three-factor
model. In particular, the one-factor model had superior ﬁt (AIC = 10,592, BIC = 10,805) to the
three-factor model (AIC = 14,904, BIC = 15,233) on these indices. This means that, even
though when analyzed on their own, each construct signiﬁcantly predicted taking on a
challenging task (H1-H4), the three constructs did not independently contribute to taking on

Table II.
Logistic regression
results for taking on
a challenging task
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a challenging task (H5). Rather, there was signiﬁcant overlap in the amount of variance
accounted for by each construct.
This overlap was captured in the single-latent variable, which was created from the
single-factor structural equation model. Logistic regression (Table II) showed that this
variable did signiﬁcantly predict taking on a challenging task (OR = 2.37, 95 per cent CI:
1.55, 3.63), meaning that those who are high in learning readiness are 2.37 times more likely
to take on the challenging task.
Discussion
This study investigated the extent to which three personal components of individual
learning readiness – learning goal orientation, need for cognition and curiosity – predict the
self-directed informal learning behavior of taking on a challenging task. This paper
contributes to research on workplace learning in three ways. First, it explores antecedents to
a critical learning behavior in today’s dynamic work environments, that of taking on
challenging tasks. It expands on the research on individual learning readiness (Ellström,
2001) to suggest that being ready to learn includes not just the ability of employees to learn,
but their willingness to take on the challenge of doing so. Second, it answers calls for more
direct measurements (Baumeister and Vohs, 2007) by using a behavioral measure to show
that each of the three constructs predicted whether working adults chose to take on a
challenging task, even when there was competition for their time. Individuals who were
learning oriented, had greater need for thinking tasks or were more curious were more likely
to choose to take on a challenging learning task, in their work. Third, it demonstrates that
working adults who were more learning oriented, were also more likely to prefer thinking
tasks, and were more curious. The ﬁndings unexpectedly showed that curiosity, need for
cognition and learning goal orientation loaded onto a single factor. Previous research has
shown that learning goal orientation, need for cognition, and curiosity are correlated, but
capture distinct underlying constructs (Amabile et al., 1994; Day et al., 2007; Olson et al.,
1984). This study expands research on these important constructs by examining all three
together. In contrast to previous work, it shows that, when measured with a population of
working adults, they are not empirically discriminant.

Table III.
Principle component
factor analysis for
combined items in
learning orientation,
curiosity, and need
for cognition scales

Table IV.
Model comparison
for antecedents to
taking on a
challenging task

Factor

Eigenvalue

Proportion

Cumulative

Factor1
Factor2
Factor3
Factor4
Factor5
Factor6
Factor7
Factor8

14.21
2.19
1.76
1.61
1.48
1.23
1.13
1.04

0.43
0.07
0.05
0.05
0.04
0.04
0.03
0.03

0.43
0.50
0.55
0.60
0.64
0.68
0.72
0.75

Model
Three-factor model
One-factor model

x2

df

x 2/df

CFI

RMSEA

AIC

BIC

1809
1355

495
477

3.65
2.84

0.73
0.88

0.12
0.08

14,904
10,592

15,233
10,805

Individual learning readiness is a learning resource that indicates whether working adults
are able to take advantage of learning opportunities (Ellström, 2001). This paper showed
that those who are higher in learning goal orientation, curiosity or need for cognition are
also more willing to take advantage of learning opportunities. There may be times that
employees have all the requisite resources from both themselves and the organization to
engage in informal learning, but they are simply not willing to challenge themselves. For
learning opportunities to translate into learning outcomes, learning readiness must include
being both willing and able to take on a challenging task.
This willingness to take on a challenging task is relevant well beyond the initiation of
informal learning. Throughout the learning process, individuals are faced with continual
challenge, whether it is the challenge of giving attention to learning (Ocasio, 2011) gathering
information (Anderson, 2007), practicing after failure (Sitkin, 1992) or seeking feedback
(VandeWalle, Cron and Slocum, 2001). Each step of the learning process comes with its own
set of challenging tasks. Therefore, personal learning readiness may be a critical component
of both the initial readiness for learning and maintaining the motivation to learn.
Research on learning in particular, beneﬁts from direct measurement. Self-reports of both
learning behaviors and learning outcomes are problematic due to social desirability
(Donaldson and Grant-Vallone, 2002), and how often people mislead themselves about their
own actions (Wilson, 2002). Therefore, instead of asking individuals whether they would
take on a challenging task, this study actually gave them a choice to do so, and recorded that
choice. The participants who chose to take on a challenging task did so at the expense of
starting another task for more money, or simply ﬁnishing as quickly as possible. Therefore,
they had to be motivated by something other than an extrinsic reward to take on a
challenging task. This study suggests that some individuals are intrinsically motivated to
engage in learning challenges, and that these individuals can be identiﬁed through existing
measures of learning goal orientation, need for cognition, or curiosity.
Theoretically, learning goal orientation, curiosity, and need for cognition are distinct.
However, this study shows that the three scales load onto a single factor. This suggests that the
scales used to measure the underlying constructs may contain too much overlap for there to be
a meaningful difference to the participants. Indeed, the wordings of the items in the three scales
are quite similar in some cases. For example, the curiosity scale (Litman and Spielberger, 2003)
includes “It is fascinating to learn new information” and “When I learn something new, I like to
ﬁnd out more,” which are quite similar to the learning goal orientation items (VandeWalle,
1997) of “I am willing to select a challenging work assignment that I can learn a lot from” and “I
enjoy challenging and difﬁcult tasks at work where I’ll learn new skills.” Likewise, the need for
cognition scale includes “I really enjoy a task that involves coming up with new solutions to
problems” and “I would prefer a task that is intellectual, difﬁcult and important to one that is
somewhat important but does not require much thought.” While each of these scales, on its
own, is aligned with the underlying theory, when combined, it is not surprising that the items
themselves would be similarly interpreted by participants.
Of course it is also possible that the three constructs are more theoretically similar than
previously thought, particularly in how they manifest in practical action for working adults. The
nature of work has changed as the scales were developed. Work is now more dynamic, more
challenging, and requires deeper levels of thought than in previous generations (Grant et al.,
2009), which is why it is so important to understand what predicts taking on a challenging task.
It may be that working adults who exhibit curiosity are also simply more likely to be learningoriented and have a need for cognition, because their work demands it. Further research that
experimentally tests the underlying constructs is needed to determine whether it is the
underlying theory or the wording in the scales that accounts for the differences in ﬁndings.
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Limitations
Although this paper sheds light on the relationship of three components of learning
readiness and the informal learning behavior of taking on the challenge of learning, it does
have limitations. First, this is a single study with a single type of challenging task. While the
task was tailored to the population, individuals in workplace settings are presented with an
array of challenging tasks. Further research is needed to determine if these ﬁndings are
replicated with other types of challenging tasks, both within and outside of participants’
domain of knowledge. Second, the study participants are not traditional ofﬁce workers.
However, in this case, Amazon Mechanical Turk workers represent a conservative test for
the hypotheses. There is a direct relationship between the amount of time they spend on a
task and how much they get paid. Therefore, taking on a challenging task could actually
cost them money. However, it would be beneﬁcial to have further research with more
traditional work populations.
Designing a study that is optimized for Amazon Mechanical Turk could raise ethical
issues because users agree to participate with only minimal information about the study.
This is critical for study design because it minimizes selection bias. In other words, if
workers were told speciﬁcally that they would be asked to choose a level of challenge, those
who are more drawn to challenges would be more likely to participate in the study.
However, ethical considerations for human subjects are directed at minimizing harm and
there were strong measures in place for this study to ensure those standards were met. First
and foremost, it was approved through an Institutional Review process. Second,
participation was anonymous. Third, participants were able to withdraw at any time during
or after the study with no penalty. Finally, not knowing they would be asked to choose a
challenging or easy task could not reasonably cause harm. In these ways, the study follows
the standards for psychological research. Indeed, because this study could not reasonably be
expected to cause harm or distress to participants and involved “the study of factors related
to job or organization effectiveness conducted in organizational settings for which there is
no risk to participants’ employability, and conﬁdentiality is protected,” consent was not
actually required (American Psychological Association, 2017, Section 8.05).
Another limitation of this study is that it is correlational, so causal relationships cannot
be determined. This was a necessary design choice because it was critical that participants
populated the scales without manipulation and could freely make their choice. However,
further research could examine causal relationships by inducing a learning goal orientation
or state curiosity.
Conclusion
Today’s workplaces are challenging. Employees need to be both willing and able to take on
those challenges (LePine, LePine and Jackson, 2004). This paper builds on the concept of
individual learning readiness to introduce personal learning readiness as a concept that
captures the predisposition to engage in learning challenges. It describes the personality
factors and learning motives that enable workplace learning, and opens the door for further
exploration of the antecedents to initializing informal learning behaviors.
Both performance and learning demands are increasing as employees are tasked with
processing vast amounts of information, and keeping pace with global and technological
advances. Employees who initialize their own self-directed learning are more valuable to the
organization and are more able to adapt to changing workplace environments (Noe, Clarke
and Klein, 2014). Managers who can identify employees who are willing to take that
initiative can strategically provide learning opportunities at the times when they will be
most fruitful.
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